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ABSTRACT 



The idea of order in geometry is explored usxfg the 



experience of assignments given to undergraduates in a college 
geometry course "From Space to Geometry. " Discussed are the 
definitior of geometry , and earth measurement using architecture, 
art, and common experience. This discussion concludes with c. 
consideration of the question of whether geometry is "something out 
there" or "something in us." (CW) 
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THE HXA OF CREER KC (33GMEXKY CLASS 

Ofacnas Rishel 

For three years new I have been teaching a mthenatics course of my 
own design called Fran Space t? ffWtTYr in uhich we try to investigate 
the syriad ways in Orich human beings vise geometry in daily life. Since 
the course is designed for people vho have "only" an -ntuitive 
understanding of uhat geometry ad^it be, it is necessary for me to have 
available a large list of writing projects which can be used to develop 
gecnetric intuition. I will describe here only one unit, oenprising about 
three weeks of the syllabus, from the course as it has evolved over the 
three years. Before I describe this unit, however, I need, for reasons 
you will understand shortly, to tell you briefly hew the course begins. 

ffe start the semester with xny asking far a definition of the ward 
"geometry." Usually we arrive at the working definition 
"earth-measurement. 91 My first assignment then has the students measure 
the height of a tall lower on canpus. Li the ensuing discussion, the 
students find that they have used methods and ideas, such as similar 
triangles or the Pythagorean theorem, that do not hold on the surface of 
the Earth. So again I ask, "What is the definition of geometry?" 

About three weeks into the snopriter I give an assignment: 



Go to a place you like. Sit there and describe it. 

Oonpare it to a place you don't like. 

Now look at the words you have used in describing your 
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. How Mary of those woi^ have to do with geometry, 
or another? Vtoat cto ycu thii* gecsfitry say 
have to do with your liking or disliking these places? 




Kv,^obvia^^ as. an memory aid. I tell the 



hack to claea to discuss the places they have chosen. 
I don't soeuira that thev read their users, but I do encourage thee to 

then they are 
aid, I tell then to "go ahead 
■ «hat^^ haws written. to they speak, I often write* dc*ei 
on the baerd irflivid^ words and pnraees that they have used which are 
> Sose of these words are those we obviously think of 



large, small, open, closed, planar, square, angular. 
Another set of words, "Aile still being "geometric," starts to edge toward 



motion, an 



Regular, even, ordered, balanced, proportional, sh ape l ess. 

geometric in a different sense: 
f B smooth, graceful, easy access, flowing, no aovenent. 

Vfaan a sufficient nusber of words has been collected, I point out how each 
set of them has: led the writer to another set of words and phrases, 



Ly nonc^^ and cpm" leads the writer to "a 

s«»* of temdcm: : md :1 lirfependteroe, 91 or "closed in 91 brings on "a white and 




as wall as "suffocating" and "confining." We 
can lead to conflicting thoughts, as when 



"Gutter that is mine" triggers the 
^B0^0mmmm^^m%.m * home." ."Regularity- can bring 

continue with other exanples of the above, tut there are 





to, so I will finish with one sore example of 
Ibis semester, one of my 
particular structure was "not lined up 
ttoen I challenged him as to whether 



%it war, really anger that he felt, he replied, after a pause, "Yeah. You 

Sfe> \> ^Je^^--^iii^?t be that "way." ■ 



Our discussion often ranges as such as two or three hours, and 



touches i on questions of architecture, design, art, safety, and the like. 

a vocabulary in place, and, see that gaoeetric words can be 




ws are ready to jarry the assignment further. 



to the students is: 



Go to the local art auseua. Choose a work or set of works, 
Which say be : in any sodium you choose. Evaluate the works 
using the geometric vblpBfiu^uiry; that we have previously 
constructed, along with other ijajaatilc words that say 
apply to the art, such as dimension" or ^perspective." 



By now the students have 



idea of what such an assignsent is about. 
.:Thsy haiyUy uss and u n d i rstan d phrases such as "the way the sculpture 
arranges and modifies the space around it," or "the artist's 'trick' of 



leading our eye to the darkest, center area of the canvas, where the 
darkness leads us back out to the edges again." We can discuss "vanishing 
points anilines," and what these have to do with the study of projective 
We also see how the use of light and shadow can lead the eye 
itself to a fecal point. 
One of ay: favorite quotes from tills semester is from a woman who 

in this work. It's just a small octagonal 
a feeling of depth." 



0-: .-3%% ly ^fm^fiso; see 
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My next assignment in this unit nay or nay not surprise you, 
depending on how you have interpreted the talk thus far. 

I give the students a poem, "the Idea of Order at Key West" by 

Wallace Stevens, the one that begins "She sang beyond the genius of the 

sea." The assignment asks the students to read the poem through twice. 

After the second reading, they are to underline any geometric wards they 

find, especially oonoentratihg on the penultimate stanza: 

Ramon Fern a nd ez , tell me, if you know, 
Why, when the singing ended and we turned 
Toward the town, tell why the glassy lights, 
lhe lights in the fishing boats at anchor there, 
As the night descended, tilting in the air. 
Mastered the night and portioned out the sea, 
Fixing emblazoned zones and fiery poles, 
Arranging, deepening, enchanting night. 



We then draw a picture, based on the geometric words we have 

chosen, of where the "we" of the poem are during this stanza, and what it 

is we are seeing; namely, the lights on the fishing boats reflecting in 

the water are sending "enfclazoned" latitude lines through that water 

toward us. We discuss how this picture looks very much like the one of 

the Earth we drew so often when we were comparing Earth geometry to the 

geometry that makes similar triangles and Pythagoras work. Then we 

discuss what this picture might have to do with the poem's final stanza: 

Oh! Blessed rage for order, pale Ramon, 
lhe maker's rage to order words of the sea, 
Wards of the fragrant portals, dimly-starred, 
And of ourselves and of our origins, 
In ghostlier debarkations, keener sounds. 



He discuss the word "order," and where that order may come from, 
and who the "maker" might be in this stanza. 

We discuss what all this might have to do with geometry, and 
whether the "geome try " we talk about is "something out there" or 



"soaething in us." 

Vfe caqpare cur making a gecnetry which fits the Earth with the 
"arranging the night" of the "maker." 

And finally, we ask where the "ghostlier debarkations" can be, and 
whether we can ever get to than. 
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